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Matusaragatí Sí Vivé: A Darién, Panama Wetland Conservation Story
Catalina Hernandez-Ramos, Kristin Carlson, PhD
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INTRODUCTION

OBJECTIVE

This work was cultivated into a children’s book in order to disseminate our research in a
tangible and accessible way for children, both in Darién and globally. I believe that sharing
this work with children is especially important because children will be the decision-makers
of the world tomorrow. This project continues our research in exploring how to capture and
share experiences of navigating the Darién Gap in Panama. With storytelling, adventure, and
exploration using digital media such as video and games, we are developing tools that
communicate both historical archaeological findings and their relationships to the
conservation of the area over time. We are collaborating with Ph.D. student Lucy Gill at The
University of California at Berkeley, an anthropologist and archeologist, whose dissertation
focused on the ecological history of the Darién Gap. Ms. Gill has collected data in this area,
including ArcGIS, ceramic fragments, soil samples, in addition with extensive stories and
local information on the people, pathways, landscape, and animals of the area.
We at ISU are interested in how to convey this information in a way that can educate others
about the Darién Gap, as well as be shared with the local people in the Darién area. Currently,
we have developed narrative videos, and are working on a game to highlight the last known
scholar in the area, Swedish anthropologist Linne in 1929. The game searches for Linne’s
sites of observation and excavation through a contemporary lens (as current anthropologist
Lucy Gill has), while “collecting samples” of the flora and fauna as you explore a realistic
simulation of the Darién jungle terrain. The player wins the game when filling their
“notebook” with samples collected along the way, finding all six of Linne’s sites, and taking a
photograph for their notebook.
Personally, I come from a culture that has been cultivated within me, through my
family. Every time I visit them I learn more about myself and about the land I come from. I
enjoy how beautiful it is and how much I want to protect it, this motivates me to share how
important it is to preserve the natural elements of the Darién region from harmful
development. I see the importance of safeguarding and cherishing this land for both the
people that live in that region, as well as the national and global effects it can have on the
natural environment that people of that region rely on.

This project used our core research focus of creating engaging multimedia tools for
anthropological and archaeological research in the Darién region of Panama to develop three key
deliverables: a video game for understanding field research in Darién, a website for community
crowd-sourced data collection during the COVID-19 pandemic, and a children’s book for youth
outreach. The goal of the children’s book is to create a different perspective in others by sharing
a relatable story about the feelings of the Matusaragatí wetlands as they are challenged by
harmful development. My goal is to create awareness of a unique part of the world that many do
not know about, but is key part of a healthy Earth. This work was inspired by my experiences of
my own homeland, and my empathy for the people and animals living in it.

RESULTS
I settled on a combination of information that includes implicit attributes connecting the
educational purpose, with a few pages of explicitedly focused keynotes, and ending the book
with a more heavy personal approach. This structure is meant to engage the reader to enjoy the
content describing the beauty of the land, while having some moments to focus on the education,
simultaneously providing more details to the story of the Matusaragatí wetlands and why they
are important. There are a bit challenges that I have come across when it comes to capturing the
setting and feel of the Darién region since I have not been able to travel there personally.
However I decided to create a perspective of capturing how I believe Matusaragatí feels through
writing and illustrations, captivating my excitement to share this message of protecting and
treasuring Matusaragatí.
Words from the book:
Can you hear me?
Can you protect me?
Can you love me?

ABSTRACT
Matusaragatí Si Vivé !
I am presenting research about the Matusaragatí wetlands in the Darién region of Panama.
This environmental research has been crafted into a children’s book for education and
awareness. The main focus of this research is to give children and adults an insight into their
environment through another environment in Panama. The children’s book is formatted to teach
young children about their senses and emotions as well as inspiration to treasure nature.
Our future generations will be stepping into an uninhabitable world that won’t be enjoyable as
a result of what our past and current generations have been abusing. Particularly in the
rainforests of Panama, where preservation of natural areas is political and frequently intersects
with the indigenous stewards of the land, which is cancerous to our evolution. Matusaragatí is
a wetland that is in need of nourishment, love, and protection. As a Creative Technologies
team, we have gathered research on the local histories of the Darién region, and how those
histories engage with current people, animals, plants, and environments. We are compiling this
information into a children’s book in order to raise awareness of the importance of restoring
the Matusaragatí wetlands. In previous research, we have gained the understanding that
Matusaragatí is dealing with corruption from property title registrations in protected wildlife
areas. The consideration of the land as currency is a disease to this wetland and many other
parts of Darién and Panama. Deforestation and violation of lagoons, forests may bring revenue
in the short term, but have devastating effects on the region as a whole over time. This
includes the health of all waterways and oceans surrounding the area, and the accompanying
wildlife that residents rely on for their own survival. By listening to the need for awareness, I
decided to approach our future generations. I am making a children’s book that entails the truth,
beauty, and power of wetlands like Matusaragatí to the world. Throughout the book, I provide
details of how vital Matusaragatí’s life is for all of its inhabitants. Matusaragatí is alive and
deserves to be treated as a life that needs protection and love. Together we must not ignore
what’s happening and still strive to better the situation. As one, we can evolve and create
biodiversity of health and abundance.

PROCESS
For this project, I researched wildlife and ecological information on the Darién Gap, reviewed
data collected by Lucy Gill, worked on game development, and developed a children’s book about
the Darién Gap region and its importance in the local and global ecosystem. When compiling
information about wildlife, ecosystems, and the people of Darién, I reviewed literature from a
number of researchers who have worked in Panama. I was particularly interested in the images of
Matusaragatí and how information was portrayed visually. It was also helpful to see the raw data,
especially photographs of the area, from our collaborator Lucy Gill. This information focused a
lot on archeological data in the area, as well as how people engage with and use of elements of the
environment such as fish and mussels. These elements are important, especially in the
Matusaragatí wetlands, which fall within the Darién National Park yet is often a site of slash and
burn agriculture for developing palm oil. However, this destruction dramatically changes the
water supply and invasive species, which in turn flows out through the rivers and into the oceans
that people living there depend on.
While teaming up on a game to help communicate the role that Lucy as an anthropologist has
within the Darién, we began to discuss other non-digital ways to share this information with
others. Creating educational content for children has been a strong push of the research for the
stakeholders in Darién due to the natives not having a lot of content about their own environment.
I went through the research I had explored for the Darién region in general and narrowed down
my research focus to the Matusaragatí wetlands. I went back and interviewed Lucy Gill about this
topic, and she told stories of the area as well as helped me identify specific resources for research
content, including data on new species discovered there recently. Once I had gathered much of the
research, I wrote a number of different drafts of stories based on different objectives for the book
(such as a more explicit educational focus, more implicit educational focus, a more heavy
informational focus, light and playful early education). I created the illustrations based on the
research I had read, as well as a number of photos in publications on new invasive species. I also
looked for images of the local area to inspire the shifts in my images from the wetlands in their
most idyllic, untouched state, to images of deforestation and development in the area..

My soil is rich and my water is a treasure.
Can you see me now?
Puede usted ahora verme? (Spanish)
…
My name is Matusaragatí, I am a wetland.
I shelter many animals and plants.
Who takes care of each other so we can all live.
Who support each other and make us all thrive
Tell them we can’t keep losing pieces of ourselves
When the humans disturb me, they make me sick and take away my trees.
I get really tired and dry. Sometimes I catch on fire, the original moisture I have in the air can’t
protect me anymore. All my animal friends leave me because they don’t have a home anymore.

